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in over the edge. She considered throwing the jar overboard 
and simply waiting out the ceremony in the middle of the 
Well, but she was afraid the boys would swim out to her 
and push the boat to the island anyway, or tip the boat over 
and let her drown and sink to the Well's bottom along with 
the jar. 
Saille landed on the island among the remains of earlier 
ceremonial boats and the jagged shards of broken naphtha 
jars. She was comforted, somewhat, by the lack of human 
bones, and hauled herself atop a rock. Night settled over 
the Well. The boys lit fires along the shore and chanted to 
the dragon to come take his bride. Saille glanced back and 
forth between the shore and the cave at the Beak's base. 
Her stomach growled. 
She slipped out of the hawthorne belt and chain neck- 
lace, tossed them into 'the Well, and fell asleep among the 
rocks. She woke in the early morning light, to the glow of 
the sun behind verdant hills and the kiss of the mist as it 
scudded across the water. Suddenly, the ground trembled. 
A distant roar rent the air. 
The village boys fled their dying bonfires and faded into 
the shadows under the trees. The ground shook again, and 
Saille watched the cave mouth with apprehension. Dust 
motes blew out of the dark hole. Saille looked back at the 
boat and found it grounded, water still dribbling in through 
several holes where the wicker weaving had unravelled. 
Ritual weaving, she noted sadly, conveniently lacked the 
quality required by daily village needs. She went down to 
the water and gazed at her reflection for a moment. Then 
she turned and went into the cave, wishing village customs 
included teaching girls how to swim. Then. 
Light came down at odd angles from vents and cracks 
in the stone, and reflected off the broken swords, twisted 
armor, and pale bones littering the entrance to the cave. 
Mixed with the bones were shredded wisps of white linen 
dresses. 
The last vestige of Saille's hope for survival vanished. 
A hot, stale blast of wind blew over her. She remem- 
bered her part of the ritual - singing her love of the dragon 
- and what the headman had told her - that it was all right 
to simply scream. She sat down on the bent cuirass of an 
outland warrior's armor and waited. 
Something slithered over loose rocks at the back of the 
cave. 
"Wake ... wake ... " Saille heard someone whisper, in her 
head. 
She glanced over her shoulder, up at the roof, squinted 
through the holes, and decided there was no one near. 
"Why ..... " said the whispering voice. 
"Sorry, but it wasn't my idea," Saille said, in a hushed 
Saille was brought to the Dragon Well, nestled among 
forested hills deep in the wild back country, during the start 
of the Spring season by four young men from her village. 
One carried a wicker boat on his back, another her gown 
· and adornments. The third youth carried a jar of naphtha, 
and the fourth, their leader as well as the village headman's 
son and the alchemist's apprentice, brought her along 
roughly at the end of a rope tied to her wrists. 
The dragon, she surmised, was unconcerned about the 
condition of his new bride. 
They did let her bathe in a brook near the Well before 
she put on her linen marriage dress, and she did not think 
they peeked. The headman's son kept them behind a 
boulder, and tracked her movements by means of the rope 
around her wrist. He would make a wise headman when 
his time came - he made her return his rope pulls so she 
could not tie her end to a log and then disappear into the 
woods. 
Saille just wished his wisdom had not been clouded by 
the village's customs and rituals, most notably the annual 
rite of the maid's marriage to the dragon. It had not escaped 
her notice that former brides, whether selected from the 
village or kidnapped on the roads, were never seen again. 
She came up to the youths in her marriage dress. The 
headman's son placed the hawthorn belt around her waist, 
draped the chain link necklace around her neck, and dis- 
tributed birch rods to the other boys. Together they drove 
Saille to the wicker boat. She ran to avoid their blows and 
launched the rah out on to the Dragon Well's still waters. 
The boys stopped by the Well's rocky lip and searched the 
ground for good stones. When they had all found stones to 
their liking, they tossed their missiles at her, then bowed 
their heads in prayer when the stones missed, as they had 
been intended to, and sank to the Well's bottom. They 
prayed to the dragon that they might live as long as the 
stones sank. No one had ever plumbed the Well's depths. 
Saille paddled her way to rocky prominence called the 
Dragon's Beak at the center of the Well, encouraged to 
perform her sacred duty by the rocks the boys had thrown 
at her. A fleeting thought of escape by paddling to a further 
shore was quickly dismissed by the sight of three boys 
running along the edge of the Dragon's Well, two on one 
side and one on the other, following her pace. The head- 
man's son remained behind, discouraging a return to her 
starting point. As the youths ran, they sang her vows of 
marriage to the dragon, insuring the village's safety from 
the dragon's fires for the next year. The ritual's efficiency 
impressed her. 
She quickly tired of paddling, but pushed on as her own 
weight, added to the naphtha jar's that had been placed in 
the boat, made the craft ride low and allowed water to spill 
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her head with her arms and turned away, holding her 
breath. 
When she turned back, the air had cleared and the foul 
stench of dragon breath had evaporated. The dragon was 
withdrawing, and the shining light of its eyes faded as 
darkness dosed around its skull. 
"What-" Saille exclaimed, her question cut off by the 
dryness of her throat. 
"Fire ... no more ... " the voice in her head said. 
"What fire?" 
"Bad offering ... no words, screams ... " 
The dragon merged with the shadows at the back of the 
cave, and the last light of its eyes vanished. 
Saille stood and went to the cave's mouth. The sun had 
crested the eastern hills, and bathed the forest and the water 
in bright light. The green of the leaves burned her eyes with 
their vividness. The shadows beneath the leaves simmered 
like cauldrons full of the village alchemist's vile brews. The 
Well's water was still. 
With a sigh, she went back into the cave. 
"Dragon?" she called. "Dragon. My name is Saille, and 
I was chosen by my village to be your bride. I was taught 
the ceremony for our marriage, the words to say and sing 
when you came. I was told screaming would do just as well. 
But, I'd really rather not be your bride, if it means I'm going 
to wind up like these piles of bones, here." 
She paused for a moment, but the voice did not speak 
in her head. 
"Dragon, that is you talking inside of me, isn't it? I can 
hear you fine when you speak, and I understand you. 
Please, let's talk. I can't get off the island, and there's no 
place else for me to go but this cave." 
"Bad ... " said the voice, softer than before. A low, rum- 
bling sound rolled out from the back of the cave. It sounded 
like a snore. "Wrong words, no scream ... no fight ... what to 
do ... no rules, no rites, no fire ... " 
Saille sat on the bent cuirass once more and leaned 
forward. "Dragon, what's your name? Do you have one?" 
"Name ... name ... Ceratus, old ... old ... " 
"Ceratus. Yes, it sounds very old. Not like anything we 
use now. Ceratus, please listen to me. You've got to think 
straight. Try to think whole thoughts for me, so we can 
talk." 
"No rites ... no talk ... " the voice was fading, and the 
snoring sound was growing louder. 
"Rites? We don't need any ceremony, Ceratus. Let's 
pretend we're married. Think of me as your wife, and 
yourself as my husband. You don't have to kill me. Just 
talk to me. Won't you? Perhaps we can help each other, 
like married people should." Saille heard herself say people 
and nearly choked. 
"Pretend?" 
"Yes. For now, anyway. Until we can think of a way 
to help each other. You don't look very well, you know, 
Ceratus, You don't sound well, either." 
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and reverent voice. 
Dim slits of blazing white light opened in the darkness 
at the back of the eave. 
"Who?" the voice asked. 
"Your bride." 
"A screamer." 
The white slits opened wider, and a craggy, tooth- 
seamed snout protruded into a shah of light. The seam 
paned, and a warm, foul, stale breeze ruffled Saille's dishev- 
eled hair. A foot, with long talons extending from bony 
digits covered by leathery skin, slid into the light. Saille 
opened her mouth and took a breath, but then choked and 
coughed. She put her hand to her mouth and nose and tried 
to breath through her fingers. She stared into the white, 
shining pools of the dragon's eyes and felt as if she had sunk 
to the bouom of the Well where only frigid water would 
caress her flesh and darkness fill her sight. 
"Scream," the voice demanded. The eyes blazed 
brighter. The dragon moved forward, exposing a pocked 
chest where plates of its armor had fallen off and old sword 
wounds festered. A tattered wing swept forward, fluttered, 
raising dust and mites in the cave, then collapsed at an odd 
angle against the base of the wall. The dragon advanced 
again, until its snout almost touched Saille's knee. A long 
tail crawled like a snake around the dragon's feet, came to 
a stop next to Saille, and raised a pointed, armored tip. 
Saille shifted slightly on the cuirass, and almost slid and 
skewered herself on the dragon's sharp, bony. tail tip. 
She closed her eyes for a moment and recalled the ritual 
games that preceeded the marriage every year: the head- 
man, his son and the boys running and screaming through 
the fields pretending they were bunters and warriors, the 
girls running and screaming in giddy fright from the boys. 
She remembered the warriors who sometimes travelled 
through the land, and the cast and demeanor of those 
warriors who hailed from foreign lands. Days spent hiding 
with her mother and sisters in the fields while those foreign 
soldiers rooted out the village's stores and treasures flashed 
before her eyes, and the bragging of the older boys as they 
neared the age of their manhood and the dull clang of their 
play with sword and axe and spear rang in her ears. Saille 
could even smell the guts of a pair of brigands the villagers 
had once ambushed and left on the road as a warning to 
their comrades. 
When she opened her eyes, the dragon grumbled. It 
whipped its tail out and slammed the cave wall. The ground 
shook, and small stones tumbled down from above. 
"Scream," it demanded once more. 
"No," Saille said, barely forcing the word out. 
The dragon reared, and filled the cave with its upright 
body. Its wings spread out as far as they could, brushing 
against the cave walls. More scars and wounds criss-crossed 
its belly, and light streamed through tears in its bent wings. 
The dragon cocked its head, hissed, thrust its neck forward 
and opened its mouth wide. 
A cloud of noxious fumes spewed out. Saille covered 
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explained that my thoughts could enter your heads, if I 
wanted them to. Before, he said, he had only heard my 
hunger or my fullness in his head. That was how he knew 
when to come to me. 
"He told me I frightened the villagers. I did not care. 
Then he asked about my fire, which sometimes went out. 
He told me if I came to this place and stayed here, the village 
would bring me food, and something to fuel the fire. He 
said it would be like a marriage between the village and me, 
with each providing for the other. As long as I stayed here 
and did not bother the village, he promised I would be cared 
for." 
•Are you a female dragon?" Saille asked. She thought 
of the village women, who never went on the hunts, raids, 
or trading trips. 
"1...no, I am both, or can be. There are few dragons. I 
have not met any since my hatching. We must not be 
limited when we meet, or else the race will die." 
"It was just a thought. Please, go on." 
"I accepted the man's offer. At first, the brides were 
many. Other meats were offered as well as trinkets and 
many jars of the naphtha, which the man said would feed 
my fire. I was happy for a time, and except for the occa- 
sional warrior I was left in peace. I slept. And as I slept, I 
needed less meat. And as I fed less, so did the offerings 
shrink. I slept longer, and stayed in my dreams. After a 
while, I could not wake myself fully, even when warriors 
came to test themselves against me. I lost my thoughts. I 
stopped caring for my wounds and weakened. I became 
what you saw earlier - a drowsing beast, lost in the rhythms 
of ancient promises and betrayals. Only the rites aroused 
me, stirring memories of the the pact I had made, or the 
sudden attacks of warriors, or the screams of my food. 
Without these provocations, I would have slept through 
any visitations." 
"No one ever spoke to you after the man from the 
village?" 
"No. Until you broke the pattern and refused to scream 
or repeat the ritual. No one has ever spoken to me since 
that time, except for you." 
Saille pondered the dragon's words for a while. "And 
now that you're up," she said at last, "what will you do? 
Eat me?" 
There was a grumble at the back of the cave, and in 
Saille's thoughts. It took a moment for her to realize she 
had heard the dragon's laughter. "No, I cannot. We are not 
truly married." 
After a moment's hesitation, Saille laughed. 
Night had settled outside, and stars filled the sky. Saille 
found a spot by the cave mouth free of bones and hollow 
armor, and settled down to sleep. 
"We'll talk more tomorrow, then," she said to Ceratus. 
"I've had a long day, and a trying one." She dosed her eyes, 
and passed a fitful night in the Dragon's Beak. 
The dawn startled her, and she took a moment to gain 
her bearings. 
The dragon did not answer, nor did it move at the back 
of the cave. But slowly the snores shortened, stopped 
altogether, and then were replaced by long, ranling breaths. 
Two small points of light appeared in the darkness at the 
back of the cave, and Saille felt the dragon's gaze focus on 
her. 
Shadows lengthened and shortened at the entrance to 
the cave. Twilight darkened the cave mouth. Saille shivered 
as a cool draft blew through her dress. Pangs of hunger 
made her fold her arms across her stomach. 
"I am a dragon," the dragon said at last. 
"I know." 
"I am Ceratus." 
"You told me." 
"In past days, they would tie my bride to a stake at the 
mouth to this cave, and pile their offerings around her feet. 
Later, they rowed her across the water and dumped her on 
the rocks, with a few offerings. Now, they send the 
sacrifice on her own, in a leaky craft, with a single offering 
that shatters most of the time." 
Saille remembered the naphtha jar. "I'll get it, if you 
like." When the dragon did not answer, she left the cave, 
rescued the jar from the water-filled boat, and brought it 
back. "Here it is," she said, placing it between her and the 
dragon. 
"A single jar," the dragon said. Saille felt the bitterness 
and anger in the thought. "Enough for a few breaths of fire, 
to fend off the occasional warrior hunting for his manhood. 
There was a time when I would have flattened your village 
for such an insult. You should not have roused me. I am 
better asleep, or half asleep, as you found me. There is not 
so much pain, then." 
The dragon wheezed. Its eyes opened once more, and 
the light of its eyes illuminated the cave. 
"Why do you need a bride?" Saille asked. "Why do you 
need to kill her?" 
"It is the way of things." 
"Why? Who made it so?" 
The eyes closed for a moment. Rocks slid and grated 
against one another. The end of the dragon's tail came near 
Saille's feet. "I don't know," Ceratus said at last. 
"I mean, do you need to eat human flesh? Can't you 
just hunt a bear, or a deer?" 
"I could .. .I did, once." 
"Then why don't you do that now? Why do you wait 
for the village to bring you a sacrifice. It can't be much of 
a meal." 
"No, it isn't. But I remember now that it seemed a good 
idea long ago when I was very young. The villagers were 
afraid of me because I had drifted into their lands, taken 
some of their sheep and cattle. Maybe I ate one of their sons 
or daughters. I'm not sure. I did not know the difference 
between your kind and the others. There were not so many 
warriors in that time, either, or else I might have been 
killed. A man found me, stayed with me. I was not hungry, 
so I did not eat him. He taught me your language, and he 
healed, and though she was not sure if her compounds had 
helped, Saille was fairly certain they had not hindered the 
healing process, either. 
The summer green deepened all around them. The 
dragon spent time sunning himself at the edge of the water 
while Saille deaned and washed his scales, mended his 
wings, sharpened his talons and fangs, and otherwise tried 
to improve on Ceratus' general fierceness. Then she walked 
through the woods, enjoying the soothing rhythms of 
forest life without the threat of suitors pursuing her or 
troops of playful boys waiting in ambush. Hunters strayed 
into the territory on occasion, but Ceratus always heard 
them from afar. They floated back across the water and hid 
in the Beak until the hunters had left. They spent a quiet, 
peaceful season together, and Saille told Ceratus she had 
never been happier. 
Ceratus replied in kind. 
When Fall came and the leaves changed and began to 
carpet the ground with a motley coat of colors, Saille 
looked to the Dragon's Beak for shelter. Together they 
inspected the cracks in the cave, and pushed aside the bones 
and armor littering the floor. They calculated their chances 
for the winter. 
•1t is a small cave; Ceratus said, pacing to and fro from 
the back of the cave to the entrance. "It has treated me well 
enough all these years, but then, I've spent most of them 
sleeping." 
Saille wondered how the cramped conditions would 
affect them, and iI she would begin to see the other side of 
the dragon's moods. The bones of past maidens, after all, 
were not buried far in time or place. 
·we could go back to the village; she said, looking 
carefully at the dragon's face. She had discovered that the 
flitting of his eyelids and tongue revealed a great deal about 
his thoughts. 
Ceratus' eyelids fluttered, and nearly closed, as be gave 
her idea consideration. 
. "That would be strange," be said at last, his eyes glow- 
mg. 
"You are, after all, my husband in the eyes of the 
village," she said. "And the spirit of the ancient bargain 
would not be broken. You would live among my people, 
hunt with the hunters, help with the village work, and tell 
your dragon tales around the night fire in the square." 
"You forget that our marriage is only a pretense," 
Ceratus said. There was a trace of regret in the dragon's 
words. "The ceremony has never been consummated, 
either in the way it was originally intended, or in the 
normal manner of your people, and my race." 
Saille stroked the dragon's neck with her hand, slipped 
her hand between the scales, and scratched Ceratus' rough 
skin. "But we've lived well. I would think that is the truest 
test of a marriage bond's strength." 
"My presence would force many changes in your peo· 
pie's ways," Ceratus said. 
"It's not as if they couldn't use the change," she replied. 
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Ceratus lay among the rocks by the water, sunning 
himself. He turned to look up at her when she stood up. 
He opened bis jaws wide, and a thin jet of flame flicked out 
into the air. Then he closed bis mouth and looked out 
across the water to the forest on the opposite shore. His 
eyes were as bright as twin suns. 
Saille went back into the cave and found the naphtha 
jar opened, with only the odor of its foul smelling contents 
remaining. 
She went down to the rocks. 
"Feeling better today?" she asked. 
The dragon's tail flicked over her head, splashed into 
the water. He drew out a fish skewered on the pointed tip 
of bis tail. With a languid turn of the head, Ceratus faced 
the remains of Saille's boat and ignited it with white hot 
flame. Then he dipped the fish in the flame, and when the 
fish was crisp and beginning to fall apart, the dragon flipped 
bis tail towards Saille. The fish landed at Saille's feet. 
It was not the best fish she bad ever tasted, nor the most 
cooked, but it filled the emptiness in her stomach like none 
other ever bad. 
They spent the morning talking about Saille's village, 
the headman, and the alchemist who prepared the naphtha 
and other potions and remedies required by the people. 
After a fish lunch, they talked about Saille and the memo- 
ries that bad haunted her when Ceratus bad threatened her 
and demanded that she scream. He questioned her about 
the warriors, both friendly and hostile to the villagers, and 
about the headman and bis lineage. 
"You think he's the man's ancestor?" Saille asked. 
"It would make a certain kind of sense, don't you 
think?" replied the dragon as he prepared a fish dinner for 
her. 
That evening they told stories to each other. Saille 
repeated tales her mother and father bad told her by the 
heanh fire, while Ceratus spoke about the ancient times 
and dragon deeds he had learned from bis mother when he 
bad been a hatcbling. 
Saille slept peac.efully that night in the curve of the 
dragon's tail. 
The next morning, Saille found Ceratus floating in the 
water. His sides were bloated. In her shock, she barely 
heard Ceratus' explanation in her bead, and understood 
only when she pictured a smith's bellows expanding to 
blow air on a fire to make it hotter. Ceratus grumbled, but 
agreed the principle was not far from the truth. 
Saille floated across the Dragon's Well on Ceratus' 
back. 
They spent the next few weeks hunting and fishing 
along the shore of the Dragon Well. Saille found herbs and 
roots to prepare with the fish and game Ceratus caught. She 
also found the lichen, fungi, bark and shrub leaves neces- 
sary to make medicinal compounds, and she concocted 
them as best she could, trying to remember the exact 
proportions and methods of preparation she had observed 
the village alchemist use. The dragon's wounds slowly 
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We rode on, outdated, 
through the fine, splendid, sublime, 
exquisite madness of the world. 
Twigs on branches, leaves 
on twigs, the vines curling down, creeping over, 
with the flow of wild, 
ancient melodies, on drums, on pipes. 
Drunken horses, drunken 
woolen robes. Scarves. 
The bald woman sang to us. Sun 
between green canopies. The swelling 
hum of old, old pipes and drums. 
From the fields of laughter, from spiced 
wildflowers, the forests of dark tears, 
the full taste of creation's roasting ecstasy 
smothered our lips like strange, 
bleeding fruits .... 
We ate her songs. The hair 
that fell in the horsetail tracks left- 
distant days, smoke over thatch, 
bardcalls, Gaelic estuaries, haze- 
soft, brown-golden straw 
for the island curlews to peck. Ogham, 
scars of melodious wisdom, subliminal men. 
And the whole, encircling, 
dread mystery of her rocking throat, mountains 
of the hunter's horn. 
Her lap of lakes. The dance. 
by David Sparenberg 
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the supply constant and of the highest quality. She made 
certain, as well, that some other customs she had bargained 
with the headman to change were indeed transformed. She 
taught the girls to chase the boys, with birch rods and 
shouts of glee, and she led the young women in the occa- 
sional ambush of young men. In the summer she brought 
the maids to the Dragon Well, where they all learned how 
to swim. 
Next Spring, a new maiden was presented to become 
the Dragon's Daughter. The old Daughter left in sadness 
and married the headman's son. Subsequent Daughters 
used the wisdom they had gained in the dragon's hall to 
become apprentices and merchants and teachers. They all 
learned, even the Daughter who was eventually chosen the 
village's first headwoman, to call Saille Dragon Mother. 
"And it seems we've already begun the changes right here." 
They talked some more, but Saille knew the decision 
had already been made. It came as no surprise when, in 
answering a question about his power of flight, Cerarus 
spread his wings wide and said, "You've done a fine job 
repairing them, Saille, but look at them carefully and be 
truthful - do you really think they could lift me into the 
air, and you as well? Dragons fly when they are young and 
small, after their mothers have raised them to have some 
dragon sense. We fly far, so that our mothers will not kill 
· and eat us. Wherever we land and start to grow fat becomes 
our territory. No, I think we will have to walk to your 
village. And we will have to walk slowly, for my travelling 
days have long since passed." 
They started out one clear morning, and made slow but 
steady progress every day that followed. Saille knew they 
were near their destination when a group of boys am- 
bushed them, saw the dragon and ran away. 
Their arrival caused a great commotion, and all the 
hunters braced themselves with spears and bows in hand. 
Even the boys and girls picked up stones, and mothers 
hauled great cooking pots full of boiling oil and water to 
spill before the dragon's feet. 
But before they could attack, the headman and the 
alchemist came forward, followed by the headman's son. 
They recognized Saille, and they sat together for a long time 
with her and Ceratus, talking of all that had happened. The 
dragon's eyes were bright, even in the day's light. Once he 
yawned and a long flame arced across the sky. 
After a while Saille stood. The headman turned and told 
the villagers about the changes that had come to the village. 
The villagers built a hall for the dragon and Saille, and 
though it was made of wood and roofed with thatch, it 
served them well for the winter. It became a gathering 
place at night, when people came to be warmed by Ceratus' 
fiery breath and to be entertained by his tales. When the 
Spring came again, the headman sent them a young maiden. 
"Sticklers for ritual, aren't they?" the dragon said. 
"I don't think we covered this in our initial negotia- 
tions," Saille replied, tapping her chin with a finger while 
she regarded the trembling maiden standing at the hall 
doorway. 
"We can't leave her out there," said the dragon, peering 
at the maiden. 
"No, we certainly can't leave our new daughter out in 
the street." 
The maiden was allowed in and after a few tear-filled 
nights, reconciled herself to the fact that Ceratus was not 
going to eat her. 
Saille visited the headman and discussed certain modi- 
fications in the annual ritual defining the dragon's relation- 
ship with the village, as well as changes in her own daily 
routine. She became the alchemist's other apprentice and 
went out each day to study while the maiden remained 
behind to care for the dragon's needs. Saille learned to 
prepare Ceratus' supply of naphtha, and was careful to keep 
